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Abstract 
This paper explores design thinking from the perspective of designing 
new forms of interaction to engage people in community change 
initiatives. A case study of an agile ridesharing system is presented. We 
describe the fundamental premise of the design approach taken -- 
deploying simple interactive prototypes for use by communities in order 
to test the design hypothesis, evolve the design in use and grow the 
community of participants. Real-time use data and feedback from 
participants influences our understanding of the design approach and 
feeds into the gradual evolution of the prototype while it continues to be 
used. We then reflect upon this form of evolutionary distributed design 
thinking. In contrast to the conventional IT wisdom of building systems 
to automate ride matching and fare calculation using structured forms, 
our initial phase of design revealed a preference for informal messaging, 
negotiation and caution in the sharing of specific location information. 
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1. Introduction to designing participation 
problems 
For classes of problems and opportunities that manifest themselves at the 
level of community, one of the major challenges is to design and grow 
participation by the community itself.  Growing participation is a key 
challenge for the viability of green initiatives, local community initiatives 
and virtual community initiatives. This paper begins with the premise that 
participation in community initiatives is a matter for design. That is, given 
well-conceived design interventions one can begin to grow community 
participation. 
We have examined the problem of the high usage of single occupancy 
vehicles from the outer suburbs leading to congestion and pollution 
(Brereton et al 2009) which has resulted in exploring the possibility of 
using mobile social software to overcome logistic and coordination 
problems in arranging to share rides. Ridesharing is a classic problem in 
designing participation and one for which we aim to find a good design 
solution. 
Problems of designing participation have distinct characteristics.  First, 
and by definition, the aim is to grow participation by a sufficient number 
of people in a scheme, because society will benefit as a whole the more 
that people participate. Second a common problem to be addressed is 
Hardin's (1968) tragedy of the commons, the paradox of increased 
personal benefit (for example individual car use) resulting in decreased 
social well-being (congestion, environmental damage). The tragedy is that 
when a few individuals sacrifice their personal benefit and take public 
transport or share rides it does not have a significant impact on the 
problem, rather it is necessary to get many people to act at once, which is 
also the conundrum in dealing with climate change. This problem results 
in the third characteristic, the chasm of critical mass that is often difficult 
to cross.  
How then does one approach such a designing participation problem? It 
appears to call for the most creative divergent thinking processes in order 
to explore all options, but then efficacy of solutions depends upon them 
fitting in to the nitty-gritty of people’s everyday lives and technologies. 
This latter requirement suggests an ethnographic approach to understand 
the nitty-gritty of what people do in their everyday lives. A third plausible 
approach is a participatory or co-design approach in which designers 
work with stakeholders in order to identify promising approaches and 
develop designs.  
This paper discusses briefly the challenges that this design context 
presents to existing methods in ethnography, participatory design and IT 
design. The case study is then introduced to illustrate a designing 
participation method that draws upon these design methods and extends 
them to suit this context. 
1.1 Challenges for Ethnography 
Ethnography, a social science research approach to studying people and 
cultures has been advocated for its ability to uncover detailed insights 
about human activity (Hughes, 1997) and for its ability to reveal hidden 
assumptions embedded in the conventional problem–solution design 
framework. (Anderson, 1994).  
Ethnography draws upon observation, interviews, questionnaires etc to 
understand the particulars of daily life. Within ethnography, an 
ethnomethodological analytic stance seeks to uncover the locally 
organized character of action and interaction by studying  ‘what people 
observably say and do in situ. (Hughes, 1997). 
The challenge with respect to design is to incorporate ethnographic 
findings effectively in to the design process. Quick and dirty or broad 
overview methods run the risk of observing only superficial aspects of 
behaviour (Crabtree et al, 2009). Detailed studies may deliver compelling 
insights, but the textual accounts of an extended ethnographic study still 
need to be absorbed and translated in some way by designers. Buur and 
Sitorus  (2007) found that the format of video data as an ethnographic 
provocation was a more effective means of informing and ultimately 
convincing design engineers of user needs.  
Drawn from the analytic traditions of anthropology, a detailed 
ethnographic analysis of a culture done for the purpose of describing that 
culture is in essence part of a different process that is separate from 
design. Separated in this way it can serve as but one lens or backdrop to 
inform design.  By contrast, design with its mandate to intervene and 
change, benefits from understanding ethnographic and cultural 
implications of design moves in the midst of the design process. Design, 
commonly understood as a process of reflection in action (Schon, 1990) 
wherein the designer reframes the problem as they explore it, makes 
moves and sees new implications, invites us to find ways to incorporate 
ethnographic data into the design process to enhance this process of 
design moving and seeing.  
In this paper we explore how to interleave ethnographic work with design, 
so that ethnographic data can inform and inspire design prototypes, and 
design prototypes inserted into daily living environments can become part 
of the landscape of technologies that people use in the course of daily 
living.  
The work builds on common practices in the Web 2.0 development 
community and on the notion of technology probes (Hutchinson, Mackay 
et al, 2003), although in Huchnison et als original formulation these were 
not designed for functional use.  
 
1.2 Challenges for Participatory Design  
Participatory design has as its fundamental tenet that those people 
affected by a design outcome ought to be included in the process of 
design. It owes its roots to industrial democracy projects in the 1970's that 
sought to involve workers, as users of technology, in the design of new 
computerized technologies that they were using in their workplace 
(Greenbaum and Kyng, 1992).  
Participatory design in its early formulations was characterized by direct 
and lengthy interaction between designers and stakeholders, wherein 
stakeholders had a broad scope of participation and a degree of control 
over design decisions. In designing participation contexts, stakeholders 
are often many and varied and their motivations and contexts for using 
and participating in design are broad. The landscape of technologies in 
which design interventions operate is far more varied, networked and 
individualised (Brereton and Buur 2008). Moreover the design 
interventions serve to facilitate interaction between people, rather to 
engage people as users of a system. So, rather than planning the all-
encompassing systems development project, where the focus inevitably 
shifts to the system itself, there is a call for methods that understand how 
to design to support people in their world. This view aligns with that of 
Suchman (2002, p. 92) who argued that systems development should be 
seen as an “entry into the networks of relations - including both contests 
and alliances - that make technical systems possible”.  Brereton and Buur  
(2008) have argued that participatory design needs to move towards 
iterative, experimental design explorations to provide necessary 
understanding of today’s complex contexts and practices.  
2. Designing Participation by Designing in Use 
The design approach employed in the case is an iterative approach drawn 
from the RAID (Reflective Agile Iterative Development) approach 
commonly found in social software development (Heyer and Brereton, 
2008, 2010). The RAID approach:  
- Understands community practices through ethnographic fieldwork;  
 
- Explores key design hypotheses by designing and deploying working 
investigatory prototypes for use by a segment of the community; 
 
- Gathers fragments of ethnographic data from the prototype in use; 
 
- Builds communities of use as the prototype is refined; 
 
- Understands the factors that persuade or dissuade others from 
joining.  
 
 
Figure 1:  Designing Participation Method 
Iteratively design a social technology, grow a community of users and 
refine the design within the context of policies and incentives 
 
The approach then uses the simplest functioning technology probes to 
explore design hypotheses rather than beginning with fully featured 
systems.  Prototypes are deployed over an extended period, to understand 
how people use them in their daily lives to augment their natural 
activities. Prototypes have a simple functionality that aims to provide 
benefit to those who use them.  
A traditional prototyping approach seeks feedback from “users”, who act 
as design informants in order to help designers design a product, often in 
focus groups or laboratory settings.  In contrast an embedded prototyping 
approach aims for authentic use by people in their own contexts.  
We describe a case study to illustrate how this process takes place and 
then discuss this kind of design thinking. We contrast this design 
approach with the standard IT system development approach wherein 
requirements are established up front and then major aspects of systems 
are developed followed by user testing. 
3. Case study: Agile ridesharing with Mobile 
Social Software 
 
3.1 Introduction to the Ridesharing Problem 
Uptake of traditional carpooling schemes has been limited by the 
inflexibility of having to schedule ahead of time, the coordination problem 
of finding suitable partners and attachment to the privacy of the 
individual car (Galizzi, 2004). In addition peoples’ daily plans vary due to 
flexible work hours, sickness, errands or meetings in different parts of 
town. An examination of dynamic ridesharing in Los Angeles, (Hall and 
Querishi, 1994) found: that the greatest barrier to ridesharing for people 
with similar trip patterns is logistics, the ability to discover and coordinate 
with each other. 
It appears that mobile social software could significantly ease these 
logistical problems and provide improved convenience and usability of 
ridesharing by allowing people to easily contact potential ride-sharers in 
their extended ride-share social network in real time through mobile 
phones. There is greater potential 
for ridesharing IF it can be spontaneous, easy to organise, if probability of 
finding a ride partner is high,  if potential ride partners are known to be of 
good character, and if it is possible to get back home either through 
another ad hoc ride or through public transport. It is conceivable that if 
agile ridesharing were adopted on a massive scale, that one could ride in 
with one person and ride home with another waiting only a few minutes 
for a ride. On-demand shared taxi services could fill in where private 
transport was unavailable. 
 
3.2 Design hypotheses for ridesharing systems 
New mobile technology supported methods of organizing ridesharing (e.g. 
Gishigo, Avego for I-phone, Piggyback for Android, Zimride with 
Facebook) have begun to emerge, each with different approaches.  
One system, Alpha, is based upon the philosophy that each unused seat in 
a car is a seat that can be sold, in the manner of a public transport system. 
The driver offers seats for sale along a route that they define, and adheres 
to the precept to not be even a minute late. Alpha’s design hypothesis is 
that people will sell and pay for rides, want punctual service and want an 
effective ride matching service.  
A second system, Beta, offers rideshare options, either through the social 
networking software of Facebook or through their own system. Beta is 
built around a social networking philosophy with a hypothesis that social 
networks can be mobilized to help build the critical mass of people needed 
to get sufficient ride matches.   
An assumption of both systems is that a significant role of the technology 
support is to provide automatic ride matching by matching rider to driver 
based upon origin, destination and travel times. From an information 
systems perspective, the power of information technology is to provide 
this kind of automatic data matching, so that a system can efficiently 
bring together people. However, as acknowledged by all rideshare system 
providers, aspects of privacy, safety, incentives, personal preferences and 
actively building a ridesharing community all need to be addressed.  
In questioning the conventional problem-solution framework, our 
prototyping approach has set out to explore how people might want to 
communicate about ridesharing, while trying to make as few assumptions 
as possible about ways in which matching, community building, privacy 
and cost sharing might be addressed?  
It is common to find that people do not respond to designs in ways that 
were predicted. Therefore, rather than undertake user studies to inform 
design requirements and then design a fully fledged system, we have 
chosen to implement a few basic features to test user response in the 
moment of travel. Thus we have undertaken an agile and iterative 
approach to exploring the design space in partnership with early users. 
3.3 Exploring design hypotheses with a basic interactive 
prototype 
A simple rideshare prototype was designed to operate using a common 
web browser, so that it could be accessed using all web-enabled phones, 
laptops and desktops.  The prototype had a very limited functionality in 
that it only allowed people to send ride messages and information about 
seeking and offering rides. It was possible to either enter informal ride 
messages or to simply to state the factual details about the ride in terms of 
origin, destination, journey start time and whether seeking or offering a 
ride.  This strategy was taken in order to learn what it was like to define 
rides by entering ride information into formal fields and to allow 
expression of other information that did not fit into these formal fields.  
Figure 1 shows an example of the interface.  
One limitation of the early prototype was that there was no prompt via 
email or text message when a ride was posted, so people had to keep 
looking at the system to see if new rides or responses were posted.  
The prototype was used by a research group, who do not ordinarily share 
rides, and a few of their friends, 8 people in all. After seven weeks of 
usage, the ride information and messages were examined and the group 
convened to discuss their experience of using the prototype. 
 
 
 
  
 
Figure 1a  Rideshare prototype showing the ride entry screen  
 
  
 
Figure 1b Rideshare prototype showing a list of recent rides  
 
 
Figure 2  Number of rides posted per week  
 
 
The implemented prototype has been in use for approximately 12 weeks 
by 8 people who have made 71 posts to offer or share rides. There were 24 
responses posted, and three shared trips resulted.  
 
3.4 Findings from the design prototype in use 
 
Formal vs informal information 
 
Of the 71 posts,  
14 contained only information in the formal fields  
41 contained only an informal message 
16 contained both formal and informal information.  
 
The first 14 posts contained information in the formal fields only.  In the 
beginning month of May people left the text message blank and tended to 
fill in a full address in the formal fields with street number and name. The 
behaviour could be characterised as learning how the prototype works and 
filling in what one is supposed to. However use of the prototype took off in 
June once people began to leave ride messages. The prototype 
implementation in fact privileged formal over informal information in 
that if the formal fields were filled in, the informal message was not 
available without further clicks. Once people realised this they began to 
leave only informal messages so that the informal message would show on 
the first ride screen.  
Informal information was very easy to post, as simple as entering a text 
message, and much less cumbersome than entering specific information 
in each field. As a result informal messages became the very dominant 
form of ride posting.  
Informal messaging 
Some example messages typical of the informal messages posted are 
shown in Table 1 
 
 
 Message 
characteristics Message 
A Meeting  
Offer Roamer: walk -Margaret street brisbane to 
Queen street for lunch 
B Flexibility 
Constraints 
Walking/Meeting 
Bio-Guy :"Morning walk in - very flexible with 
start time.  First meeting at 10am." 
C Constraints 
Meeting 
Offer 
Maidinmoggill : "QUT Gp to kenmore. 4 hr 
parking tyranny. I'll be leaving at 11:30am for 
kenmore. Work in coffee shop til pic kids up in 
kenmore at 3. Then home to moggill. Anyone 
need meeting in coffee shop or ride to 
Kenmore ?" 
D Flexibility 
Constraints 
Offer 
Maidinmoggill : "Leaving QUT Gardens Point 
for Kenmore and am parked under the 
freeway. I'm ready to go at any time, but need 
to get to Kenmore before 2:30pm. Does anyone 
need a ride?" 
E Open/Meeting 
Bio-Guy: “Afternoon walk home” 
F Meeting 
Directed 
Flexible 
"Maidinmoggill": Child drop off at Kenmore at 
8:50am Friday then to gp to meet Fiona at 
9:30am. Or Fiona, I could meet you in chapel 
hill or kenmore?" 
G Request 
Roamer; “going home at toowong from qut gp. 
anyone sharing ride with me" 
H Request 
Fredhead;"Is anyone going to chapel hill from 
qut soonish" 
I Request 
Hadi: "Gordon park to city 8:30 am " 
J Meeting 
Staying home Maidinmoggill;"Staying home on thursday. my 
contribution to congestion reduction and 
planet. Happy to meet in Moggill" 
K Ferry 
Roamer;"Toowong to QUT Margaret st by ferry 
ride. anyone interested." 
L Bus 
Roamer;"qut to Eight miles plain going by bus 
at 1pm" 
M Mixed–mode 
travel 
Maidinmoggill;"Taking 444 bus to kenmore 
then drive to Moggill.  Anyone need a ride to 
Moggill?" 
Table 1. Examples of informal messages sent using the ridesharing 
prototype 
 
Rides or meetings 
Several participants used messages to offer meetings as well as rides. Two 
participants walked to campus and did not have rides to offer, but liked to 
walk with someone and offered the opportunity to share a walk. 
(Messages A,B) Another offered the opportunity to meet at their home 
(although home address was not specified) or at a nearby coffee shop in 
the vicinity, due to the need to move the car from Campus parking before 
the meter expired. (Message C) 
People expressed interest in sharing rides on all forms of transport, both 
public and private, which reflected their desire to meet as well as to ride. 
Posts invited shared trips by walking, bus, ferry and car.  
Flexibility and constraints 
Driver participants ride times were often constrained by the type of 
parking (early bird or metered) that they were using or constraints of 
needing to do school pickups, but otherwise they had some flexibility. 
(Message C,D) Others were very flexible and would adjust their travel 
time in order to share a walk or trip with others. Sometimes a meeting 
place was very flexible. 
 (Message F) The types of constraints were such that they would be 
cumbersome or could not be completely expressed in the formal fields. 
Moreover messages gave the opportunity to share some of the personal 
context of the ride offer or request. (Message C, D, E,F). 
Specificity 
Although early ride posts were quite specific about places, this was 
attributed to people learning how to use the prototype. After the first 20 
messages, it was rare to see any address given. People often only gave as 
much specificity as they felt was needed to open a negotiation about 
sharing. People either (a) knew that others knew where they lived, so 
didn’t need to give specific information, (b) were happy to make a small 
detour in order to share such that suburb level specificity was sufficient, 
or (c) were reluctant to give specific information in the general post, but 
happy to share in follow up private messaging during ride negotiation.  
Offers and Requests 
Messaging allowed people the ability to make an offer or request (Message 
G,H,I) rather than simply entering information into formal fields. By 
writing “Would anyone like a ride? Or afternoon walk home?” participants 
are able to make an offer more heartfelt and personal than simply 
entering travel information.  
 
3.5 Barriers to adoption and prototype use over time 
At first it was interesting to post messages and to see what other people 
were doing, but as the prototype had limited utility (since it didn’t send 
messages out beyond the website through email, text messages or social 
media) and after the group discussion on June 26th, posting of messages 
reduced. However the prototype remained operational for use. 
In designing participation problems, where technology is being designed 
to support communication, prior work (Redhead et al 2009, Brereton, 
2009, Heyer, 2008) has found that lack of participation may be due to: 
difficulty using the interface; lack of function in the technology; lack of fit 
with personally owned technology; lack of interest or incentive to 
participate; lack of fit with lifestyle and associates, or due to an 
unimaginative interaction paradigm. It is important but difficult to 
establish causality without interviewing participants. The temptation is to 
keep modifying the interface in order to address interface problems, but it 
is always worth establishing the priority of interventions and 
understanding whether the key design proposition is viable. 
At the group discussion barriers to adoption were investigated, and in 
particular, participants views were sought about how to address privacy 
and targeting of messages.  
Some people found aspects of the interface confusing which lessened their 
participation. One participant wasn’t sure how to seek a ride, because they 
interpreted the “rides” button to mean click here if you are offering a ride. 
(See figure 3).  This difficulty in using the system was determined through 
interview.  
 
 
 Figure 3   Even a simple interface can be misinterpreted 
One participant wasn’t sure how to seek a ride, because they interpreted the 
“rides” button to mean click here if you are offering a ride. 
 
 
3.6 Design hypotheses and evolution of the prototype  
Although a formal ride matching approach may have a role in a 
ridesharing system with a large number of participants, the initial 
prototype use established that informal messaging was a preferred mode 
of interaction. It is possible that informal messaging suits this stage of the 
prototype development and this stage of people’s experience in 
ridesharing, but that different preferred interaction styles may evolve as 
participation and the rideshare system grows or as people develop more 
experience in ridesharing and regular cohorts of sharers. The designing 
participation approach does supports discovery and evolution of these 
interaction styles and it is important to recognise that different styles may 
suit different people at different times.  
One of the most important roles for informal ride messaging may be that 
communicating about travel and meeting is not only useful for facilitating 
matches. It is also useful for extending friendship, sharing ones 
whereabouts with ones friends, and learning friends travel habits, even if 
rides are not shared. And this may eventually lead to travel sharing 
opportunities. As such, it may play a critical role in growing participation, 
because one can be a legitimate peripheral participant (Lave and Wenger, 
1991), even if one has no ride to share. By narrowing the problem-solution 
framing too quickly to the problem of making ride matches, rather than 
exploring the design space around shared travel communication, some 
possibilities for growing participation in travel sharing may in fact be 
overlooked. For example other studies have found that people may go out 
of their way for friends (Wessels, 2010) and prefer not to charge them (Allen, 
2009) etc.. Thus it is important to understand how people may wish to 
rideshare rather than to focus design of a system around what technology is 
able to do well (i.e. automatically make ride matches and determine charges). 
An advantage of taking an iterative rough IT prototype approach is that a 
system can be grown around peoples expressed habits and preferences.  
Iteration is widely recognised as an integral part of most design processes. 
It takes place at many levels of granularity. Schon’s (1990) reflective 
conversation with materials involved rapid cycles of iteration in the 
development of a design sketch and the better understanding of the 
design requirements, while Belotti et al (2002) undertook iterative rounds 
of fieldwork in the evolutionary development of an email and information 
management system.  Iterative approaches to software engineering, such 
as agile methods (Beck, 2001), are well established. The contribution of 
this approach is a case study of an evolving deployment of software within 
a growing community of participants with real time feedback ofdata from 
participants.   
Our principal design hypothesis has become that ridesharing is best 
supported by a messaging system that supports sharing information 
among friends, neighbours and colleagues and about meeting and travel. 
It is important to recognise that this is not a scientifically proven 
hypothesis, but rather a hypothesis developed through early grounded 
exploration that is a promising lead on how to proceed, and no more.  
Following an examination of prototype use and a discussion with 
participants, which included two people who did not use the prototype at 
all, priorities for the next evolution of the intervention were determined to 
be: 
1) Extending the prototype so that rides were posted in real time via email 
and text messaging.  
2) Allowing participants to control who could see their posts, rather than 
posting to everyone. The prototype had taken a starting strategy of rides 
being posted to everyone, because (a) the prototype was to be used within 
a group of people who knew each other and (b) all members knew that the 
information was public. However it was understood that this strategy 
would only work while the number of participants was small, in trialling 
the very early versions of the prototype.  
Figure 4 below shows a modified interface that allows people to see, for 
each ride posted, exactly who can see the ride.  
 
 
Figure 4   A modified interface that allows people to choose who sees their 
ride posts 
 
The Designing Participation approach draws heavily upon the approach of 
RAID, reflective agile iterative development (Heyer and Brereton 2008, 
2010, Heyer 2007), which is a collection of practices common in the 
development of social software systems that has been documented by 
Heyer and Brereton, although the authors make no claim on their 
invention.  
RAID consists of three stages design use and reflection, which revolve 
around a continuously usable exploratory prototype. In RAID a change log 
is used to monitor the evolving design and a question log is kept to inform 
data analysis and exploration. By paying attention to the evolving design 
and use the RAID approach helps designers to foresee and manage 
particular challenges in evolutionary prototypes such as those listed in 
Table 2. 
Deluge: A rapid influx of usage exposing scalability issues. 
 
Accretion: Developing ways to help participants manage contacts, 
artifacts that they develop in a system over time.  
Drought: Identifying and addressing problems of underuse through 
redesign and re-targetting the prototype  
Wearing 
in: 
Improving usability by examining common usage 
patterns and helping to refine them 
Missteps: Detecting and logging user missteps and revising the 
interaction design to reduce occurrences 
Discovery: Learning from and capitalizing on unanticipated uses 
leading to new design features. 
 
Table 2  Challenges of Managing Evolutionary Prototypes (Heyer and 
Brereton, 2008) 
 
The particular point of departure for the Designing Participation approach 
is that it aims to grow communities of use and to evolve the prototype 
hand in hand with growth of the community of use and to understand 
barriers to participation. However, it still holds at its core the RAID 
method.  
 
4. Reflections on the Designing Participation 
Approach 
 
In this discussion, we focus in particular on the way in which the RAID 
and Designing Participation approaches support design thinking.  
One of the acknowledged challenges of design is to understand and 
imagine future use of a design that does not yet exist. Prototyping has long 
been used in order to make concrete aspects of a new design in order to 
facilitate imagining and further detailing of the design concept. The RAID 
and Designing Participation approaches use early, simple and yet 
functioning IT prototypes in real use contexts in order to understand 
aspects of use of a design intervention. Fragments of ethnographic data 
are gathered by the prototype and coupled with interviews and other data 
from the field. This combination of data can inform the design hypothesis. 
There are always aspects that are not observable, but embedded 
prototyping approaches take us much closer toward understanding 
designs in use and allow that use to inform design. One can argue that this 
is a natural extension of Schon’s depiction of design as seeing moving and 
seeing again into the distributed and mobile space, where the designer is 
able to see, move and see again, with the benefit of suggestions and 
concrete actions coming in real-time from the field in which the design is 
deployed. Thus we can argue this form of designing as a kind of 
evolutionary, distributed design thinking.  
In contrast to standard user-centred design approaches that utilise 
approximations such as scenarios and personas (Cooper, 1999), or that 
test prototypes in focus groups and laboratories, removed from the 
context of everyday living, the RAID and Designing Participation 
approaches are able to gather fragments of data from the moment of use 
and to interview people about actual use experiences of interactive 
prototypes. Further, participants are able to interact with each other 
through the prototypes. The data fragments from the prototype use act as 
prompts that support recollection during interviewing.  
It is important to clarify that data gathered through the prototype and 
through ethnographic work is used to inform and to inspire design 
evolution, rather than to make scientific claims about design efficacy.  
However, approaches to design that base their design evolution in data 
gathered through interactive prototypes might be considered to offer one 
form of a scientific approach.   
Although social media have adopted these sorts of evolutionary design 
and development approaches, we believe that they have benefits in 
development of many IT systems. It is common for governments to 
specify functional requirements and to put out tenders for large IT 
systems such as ridesharing systems without having a good understanding 
of what exactly the design requirements should be and whether the 
resulting system will be successful in supporting shifts in community 
travel practices. In large IT systems design, the power of information and 
function is often prioritised over understanding the context in which 
people might share, discuss, negotiate and reveal that information. As a 
result the system requirements and design develop a life of their own 
independent of community needs. (Shapiro, 2006)  
In developing a simple prototype that works across a range of 
technologies and platforms, the iterative prototyping process prioritises 
context of use and wide access over detailed development of a system to 
work on one platform. This has potential advantages and disadvantages. A 
clear disadvantage is that it is harder to develop a sophisticated and fully 
featured concept than when working on a single platform. In addition, the 
constraints of the existing landscape of technologies means that some 
kinds of revolutionary design are less likely. However, single platform 
views have less opportunity to embrace a wide range of users and to deal 
with the messiness of life and technological infrastructures that ordinary 
people have to deal with. (Bell and Dourish, 2006) 
One disadvantage of evolutionary prototypes is that once deployed, and 
the more that the design evolves and is specified, the less flexibility the 
designer has to make large changes. There is a balance to be struck 
between providing utility in the prototype, yet for the design being 
sufficiently ‘open’, to be led by participants and the exploratory process  
(Heyer and Brereton, 2010) 
Having prototypes deployed over a period of time has particular 
advantages. First, people are able to use the prototype systems when it 
suits them, rather than in a trial devised to suit the timeframe of the 
research inquiry. When a prototype is continuously available and usable, 
participants can build trust and come to rely on it. Second, long term 
deployment reveals the variety of ways in which people bridge existing 
practices with use of the new system. Third, different people in different 
contexts get to hear about the prototype system over time and so we come 
to understand potential contexts, possibilities and communities of which 
we would not have been aware had we deployed for a short timeframe. 
Fourth and perhaps most insightful are aspects of non-use which are 
followed up by ethnographic study. When prototypes are tested in 
laboratories one does not have access to aspects of non-use and 
indifference that are demonstrated over time.  
5. Concluding remarks 
We have described a design approach that involves deploying simple 
interactive prototypes for use by communities in order to test the design 
hypothesis and to evolve the design in use. This paper has focussed only  
on the first stage of such a process, although other work in community 
digital noticeboards (Redhead and Brereton, 2008, 2009, Redhead et al 
2009, Brereton, 2009) and social mobile software (Heyer, 2008) 
describes designs that have evolved over months and years with 
communities growing around them. A principal advantage of the 
approach, and the one that we aim to illustrate in this paper, is that it 
generates early data about design requirements, the design space and 
design possibilities in a grounded way through gathering fragments of 
data from use of the prototype in the field. The approach allows designers 
to question conventional problem-solution framings through prototypes 
that gather data. Through taking this approach a novel ridesharing 
prototype has been conceived that emphasises meeting and informal 
messaging in addition to sharing rides. The prototype has demonstrated 
that there is potential to support growth of participation in ridesharing by 
framing ridesharing in the broader context of travel sharing and social 
connection, although at this point this is a design lead rather than a 
proven hypothesis. The approach stands in contrast to a conventional IT 
design approach in which functional requirements are specified in detail, 
up front, before a system is implemented, and without a means to test 
whether the functional requirements are well specified.  
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